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EIGHTH  ANNUAL  REPORT  OF  THE  CITY  PLAN 
COMMISSION  FOR  THE  YEAR  1921. 


To  the  Honorable,  the  City  Council  of  Providence : 
Gentlemen  : 

The  Eighth  Annual  Report  of  the  City  Plan  Commission 
is  respectfully  submitted  to  you  as  follows: 

The  members  of  the  Commission,  as  provided  by  the 
Ordinance  under  which  the  Commission  was  created  and  by 
appointment  of  his  Honor  the  Mayor,  were  as  follows : 


Mayor, 

Hon.  Joseph  H.  Gainer. 


President  of  the  Board  of  Aldermen, 
Joseph  Baker,  Jr. 


President  of  the  Common  Council, 
William  A.  Schofield. 


Commissioner  of  Public  Works, 
Walter  F.  Slade. 


r 


Members  appointed  by  the  Mayor, 

Henry  A.  Barker,  Thomas  F.  Farrell, 

John  Hutchins  Cady,  Arthur  Henius. 
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Functions  of  a Plan  Commission. 

There  are  many  phases  of  the  physical  character  of  a city 
that  properly  come  to  the  attention  of  a planning  commission. 
Besides  the  question  of  avenues  of  communication,  there  is  the 
location  and  distribution  of  parks  and  playgrounds,  the  location 
of  bridges  and  viaducts,  the  construction  of  tunnels  and  sub- 
ways ; water  supply,  sewage  disposal  and  refuse  collection ; 
building,  housing  and  zoning  codes;  location  of  schools,  mar- 
kets, police  and  fire  stations  and  other  public  buildings,  so  dis- 
tributed and  grouped  as  to  permit  their  operation  with  a mini- 
mum of  cost  and  a maximum  of  service.  The  financing  of 
these  matters  rests  with  the  Legislative  authority  of  the  City; 
and  their  location,  design  and  construction  is  in  the  hands  of 
the  Executive  Department.  To  the  City  Plan  Commission 
should  be  assigned  the  responsibility  for  their  efficient  and 
economic  co-ordination  and  the  adjustment  of  their  relation  to 
each  other,  as  well  as  to  all  other  features  of  the  community, 
with  reference  to  the  remote  as  well  as  the  near  future. 

During  the  year  1921  the  City  of  Providence  has  been 
obliged' to  pay  large  sums  for  condemnation  of  property  in  two 
street  widening  projects.  Destruction  of  property  is  a costly 
proceeding,  and  the  heavy  expense  was  made  necessary  in  these 
cases  because  of  a lack  of  foresight  on  the  part  of  earlier  City 
Governments  in  postponing  undertakings  that  would  inevitably 
have  to  be  carried  out  some  time,  and  the  expense  of  which 
would  just  as  inevitably  be  greater  each  year  that  the  work  was 
deferred. 

It  is  to  seek  to  minimize  these  heavy  burdens  upon  the  tax 
payers  that  the  City  Plan  Commission  is  planning  for  the 
future,  acting  upon  the  theory  that  it  is  far  less  costly  for  the 
City  to  condemn  undeveloped  and  unvaluable  property  now 
than  to  delay  until  such  time  as  the  property  shall  later  be  de- 
veloped, and  shall  become  valuable  by  the  erection  of  new 
buildings  upon  it. 

No  well-regulated  planning  commission  can  successfully 
function  alone ; it  must  have  intimate  co-operation  with  all  other 
city  departments.  A great  handicap  which  besets  the  work  of 
this  Commission  is  the  fact  that  its  relation  with  the  other 
forces  engaged  in  the  management  of  the  public  business  is 
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still  undeveloped.  For  eight  years  this  Commission  has  studied 
the  traffic  situation  in  Providence  and  has  made  many  plans  for 
the  widening  and  extending  of  existing  highways,  always  con- 
sidering the  most  economical  means  for  providing  effectively 
for  future  growth.  The  City  Plan  Commission  feels  that  if 
more  consideration  were  given  its  plans  by  the  City  Council 
and  if  closer  co-operation  existed  between  it  and  the  various 
committees  of  the  City  Council  to  whom  certain  specific  plan- 
ning problems  are  referred,  a considerable  duplication  of  work 
would  be  avoided  and  more  harmonious  and  economic  results 
would  be  achieved. 

Accompanying  this  report  are  two  plans,  entitled  respec- 
tively, “Proposed  Highway  Changes  for  the  City  of  Provi- 
dence,” and  “Wickenden  Street  Improvements.” 


Proposed  Highway  Changes  for  the  City  of  Providence. 

In  laying  out  a comprehensive  plan  to  regulate  the  future 
growth  of  a city,  the  most  difficult  problem  which  confronts 
the  city  planner  is  the  rearrangement  of  highways  in  the  con- 
gested business  district  of  the  city,  to  meet  the  traffic  problems 
of  that  area. 

The  less  built  upon  and  the  less  valuable  the  land,  the  easier 
is  the  planner’s  problem,  for  in  addition  to  vision  and  foresight, 
a city  planner  must  be  economical  and  must  govern  his  opera- 
tions in  such  a way  that  very  valuable  land  shall  be  condemned 
only  where  absolutely  necessary. 

In  all  cities  which  were  originally  platted  in  an  informal  and 
haphazard  manner  like  Providence,  and  in  which  street  changes 
in  the  past  have  been  made  only  by  way  of  immediate  expedi- 
ency, the  problem  of  relieving  the  congestion  in  the  business 
district  has  been  solved  by  means  of  two  general  principles : by 
increasing  the  ratio  of  land  used  for  highway  purposes  to  that 
used  for  other  purposes  and  by  extending  the  business  district. 
Up  to  a certain  point  a piece  of  land  will  increase  in  value  as 
the  number  and  size  of  buildings  upon  it  increase  and  as  the 
number  of  people  living  or  working  in  those  buildings  becomes 
greater.  But  it  must  be  borne  in  mind  that  as  the  population 
in  this  area  becomes  greater,  the  space  required  for  traffic  must 


5 


increase  if  the  area  is  to  retain  its  efficiency ; and  failing  to  in- 
crease, the  land  value  is  bound  to  decline. 

Providence  until  quite  recently  has  been  a one-street  town ; 
indeed  in  some  respects  it  still  maintains  that  provincial  char- 
acterization : — for  who  would  have  the  temerity  to  erect  a ten- 
story  office  building  on  any  t other  street  than  W estminster  ? 
Yet  this  principal  street  is  only  48  feet  wide,  which  is  30  feet 
narrower  than  the  minimum  width  generally  accepted  for  major 
highways,  and  its  extent  through  the  business  district  is  but 
2,300  feet,  less  than  half  a mile.  And  fronting  on  this  street 
are  four  office  buildings  of  nine  stories  or  over,  three  of  the 
four  large  department  stores  of  the  city  and  the  bulk  of  the 
better  class  of  retail  trade.  Twenty-five  years  ago,  when  the 
population  of  Providence  was  one-half  its  present  number,  the 
same  business  area  existed  in  the  city.  How  shall  we  provide 
for  the  increased  population  of  25  years  hence? 

It  is  true  that  Weybosset  and  Washington  Streets  have  in- 
creased in  importance  during  the  last  decade,  and  the  widening 
of  Empire  and  Fountain  Streets  has  brought  about  a great 
measure  of  relief  in  traffic  circulation.  But  these  streets  have 
merely  taken  care  of  the  overflow,  and  Westminster  Street  still 
retains,  in  spite  of  its  narrowness,  its  supreme  importance  as 
the  town’s  one  really  important  business  highway.  And  therein 
lies  the  great  problem  for  the  city  planner ; to  plan  for  a logical 
expansion  of  the  business  district  and  at  the  same  time  provide 
for  ample  traffic  accommodations. 

Where  shall  the  business  district  expand  to?  Not  easterly, 
for  the  East  Side  hill  prevents  that ; not  northerly,  for  the  rail- 
way viaduct  forms  a logical  northern  boundary;  and  hardly 
westerly  on  account  of  the  steep  grade  of  the  streets  running 
in  that  direction.  But  the  districts  to  the  south  and  southeast 
offer  unlimited  possibilities  for  expansion,  and  it  is  here,  where 
real  estate  values  are  relatively  low,  that  plans  should  be  made 
for  future  development. 

The  accompanying  plan  shows  two  80-foot  bridges  across 
the  upper  harbor  between  Point  Street  Bridge  and  Crawford 
Square,  the  lower  one  of  which  will  form  the  new  head  of  navi- 
gation. New  walls  would  replace  the  present  antiquated  docks, 
and  the  river  would  be  narrowed  to  100  feet  at  Crawford 
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Street  Bridge.  On  the  east  side  of  the  river  all  buildings  be- 
tween South  Water  Street  and  the  river  would  be  removed  and 
an  esplanade  constructed,  in  width  varying  from  75  to  130  feet. 
On  the  west  side  of  the  river  a new  50  foot  street  would  be 
built  from  Crawford  Square  to  Tallman  Street.  Dyer  Street 
would  be  widened  to  80  feet  from  Crawford  Square  to  Eddy 
Street,  and  Dorrance  Street  would  be  extended  to  the  harbor, 
terminating  at  the  lower  bridge.  Where  Dorrance  and  Dyer 
Streets  intersect,  a prominent  Square  would  be  formed,  upon 
which  could  be  built  public  buildings. 

This  new  street  arrangement  and  the  removal  of  the  old 
docks  and  shabby  buildings  on  the  west  side  of  the  river  would 
release  336,000  square  feet  for  first  class  building  purposes,  and 
the  new  esplanade  on  the  east  side,  which  would  be  distant  but 
2,800  feet  from  City  Hall,  would  be  made  available  for  a 
notable  business  development. 

To  relieve  the  Westminster  Street  congestion,  Weybosset 
Street  from  Turks  Head  to  Union  Street  would  ultimately  be 
widened  to  80  feet,  and  double  car  tracks  would  be  carried  on 
this  street,  and  all  cars  taken  away  from  Westminster  Street 
from  Turks  Head  to  Cathedral  Square.  Westminster  Street, 
between  Market  Square  and  Turks  Head,  would  be  widened 
to  80  feet.  Harkness  Street  would  be  re-located  to  form  an 
outlet  from  Weybosset  Street  to  Crawford  Square. 

Farther  west,  as  a southerly  extension  of  Empire  Street, 
Chestnut  Street  would  be  widened  to  75  feet  and  extended  to 
Allens  Avenue;  and  from  Chestnut  Street  traffic  would  be  car- 
ried to  one  of  the  new  bridges  by  widening  Tallman  Street 
to  75  feet. 

Exchange  Place  would  be  greatly  improved  by  the  removal 
of  the  present  Fire  Station  and  the  extension  of  Exchange  Ter- 
race over  a new  bridge  to  Post  Office  Square;  and  a new  fire 
station  or  other  public  building  could  be  built  on  the  new  street 
lines. 

Another  feature  of  the  plan  is  a new  easy  grade  approach  to 
the  Blast  Side,  from  Crawford  Street  to  Charles  Field  Street, 
65  feet  wide  with  a grade  of  slightly  under  9 per  cent. 

This  new  arrangement  will  provide  for  a sufficient  number 
of  wide  streets  to  take  care  of  an  almost  unlimited  increase  in 
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traffic,  and  at  the  same  time  will  open  up  new  districts  for  busi- 
ness expansion.  And  if  the  experience  in  other  cities  counts 
for  anything,  it  is  safe  to  predict  that  the  city’s  increased  reve- 
nue from  taxes  caused  by  the  greatly  enhanced  valuation  of  the 
land  affected  by  the  changes,  will  in  a few  years  pay  for  the 
whole  expense  of  the  undertaking. 

Wickenden  Street  Improvements. 

During  1921  an  extensive  street  widening  program  has  been 
carried  out  in  the  Fox  Point  District  under  the  direction  of  a 
special  Commission  appointed  by  the  City'  Council.  The  street 
changes  were  made  substantially  in  accordance  with  a plan  pre- 
pared by  the  City  Plan  Commission  in  1915.  In  the  condemna- 
tion of  the  property  bounded  by  Wickenden,  South  Main  and 
Bridge  Streets,  the  City  made  use  of  the  “Excess  Condemna- 
tion” act  which  was  passed  by  the  General  Assembly  in  1917  at 
the  instigation  of  the  City'  Plan  Commission. 

Instead  of  re-selling  the  lots  bounded  by  the  three  streets 
above  referred  to,  the  City  Plan  Commission  recommends  that 
the  City  convert  the  site  into  a park  with  a public  bath  and  com- 
fort station  at  one  end  and  a space  at  the  other  end  which  can 
be  rented  as  a gasoline  service  station.  The  district  is  greatly 
congested  and  is  inhabited  by  a large  foreign  born  population, 
and  a park  will  greatly  relieve  the  present  sordidness  of  the 
surroundings  and  will  improve  real  estate  values  in  the  vicinity. 

Seekonk  River  Highway. 

This  plan,  which  accompanied  the  Seventh  Annual  Report 
of  this  Commission,  resolves  itself  into  three  main  divisions,  as 
follows : 

1.  Improvement  of  the  approaches  to  Red  Bridge  and  ex- 
tension of  Blackstone  Park. 

2.  Improvement  of  the  approaches  to  Washington  Bridge 
and  consideration  of  location  of  proposed  new  bridge  at  that 
point. 

3.  New  highway  connecting  Red  Bridge  and  Washington 
Bridge. 
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The  Commission  proposes  that  land  recently  acquired  by  the  city  in  condemnation  proceedings 

be  converted'  into  a park. 

Scale  of  cut:  1 inch  equals  about  150  feet. 


Red  Bridge  Approaches : — At  present  there  are  two  awk- 
ward bends  in  streets  approaching  Red  Bridge : — where  South 
Angell  Street  and  Pitman  Street,  respectively,  intercept  East 
River  Street.  It  is  proposed  to  have  the  City  acquire  all  prop- 
erty between  East  River  and  Pitman  Streets  and  the  Seekonk 
River,  from  Blackstone  Park  to  the  Colored  Worsted  Mill,  and 
also  a portion  of  the  property  on  the  northwest  corner  of 
Waterman  and  East  River  Streets,  formerly  occupied  by  the 
American  Ship  Windlass  Company. 

Pitman  Street  would  be  widened  to  70  feet,  and  extended  at 
its  east  end  in  a curve  to  Red  Bridge;  South  Angell  Street 
would  be  similarly  extended  in  a curve  to  Red  Bridge,  and 
Medway  Street  would  be  extended  its  full  width  to  East  River 
Street.  Blackstone  Park  would  be  extended  south  and  west 
to  include  the  land  acquired  by  the  City  not  used  for  highway 
purposes,  and  the  former  Ship  Windlass  property  would  be 
treated  as  a park  with  provision  for  a tunnel  portal  when  the 
East  Side  street  railway  tunnel  is  extended  to  this  point. 

Washington  Bridge  Approach : — At  present  Tockwotton 
Street,  the  one  main  approach  to  Washington  Bridge,  is  but 
50  feet  wide,  and  the  bridge  itself  is  but  40  feet  wide.  The 
double  car  tracks  on  the  latter  leave  scant  space  for  vehicular 
traffic.  It  is  proposed  to  widen  Tockwotton  Street  to  80  feet 
and  to  construct  a new  bridge  of  the  same  width,  starting  the 
latter  at  the  present  level  of  the  corner  of  Tockwotton  and  Ives 
Streets  and  carrying  Gano  Street  under  the  bridge.  • 

New  Highway : — For  many  years  the  lower  East  Side  resi- 
dence district  has  been  subject  to  an  invasion,  from  the  water 
fronts  south  and  east  of  it,  of  an  undesirable  and  alien  class  of 
buildings,  which  has  seriously  injured  living  conditions  in  this 
district,  has  practically  put  a stop  to  the  erection  of  new  resi- 
dences of  a better  class,  and,  if  unchecked,  threatens  to  destroy 
a district  rich  in  houses  of  great  architectural  and  historical 
importance. 

The  purpose  of  the  proposed  highway  is  twofold : to  serve 
as  a buffer  between  the  residence  district  and  the  waterfront 
industries ; and  to  provide  adequately  for  traffic  between  the 
Red  Bridge  and  Fox  Point  districts.  The  east  side  of  the  pro- 
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posed  highway  would  be  treated  as  a parkway,  and  a retaining 
wall  would  separate  it  from  the  lots  on  the  lower  level.  With 
the  enactment  of  zoning  laws  the  district  west  and  north  of  the 
proposed  highway  could  be  made  proof  against  further  inva- 
sions of  undesirable  types  of  structures.  The  highway  would 
not  only  provide  much  better  access  to  the  two  bridges  but 
would  serve  as  a very  desirable  route  for  automobilists  enter- 
ing the  city  by  Red  Bridge  and  bound  for  destinations  south 
of  Providence. 

“Public  Garden”  Area. 

The  so-called  “Public  Garden”  land  located  between  the 
Union  Passenger  Station  and  the  State  Capitol,  which  is  offi- 
cially a part  of  the  City’s  park  system,  has  figured  conspicu- 
ously in  nearly  every  report  of  this  Commission.  In  1915  a 
plan,  made  by  this  Commission  for  the  development  of  this 
area  was  approved  by  a Joint  Standing  Committee  of  the  State 
and  City,  but  was  never  carried  out.  In  1918,  by  special  legis- 
lative act,  a portion  of  the  area  was  alienated  from  park  pur- 
poses, contrary  to  the  wishes  of  this  Commission,  and  upon  it 
was  erected  a building  for  the  fire  alarm  telegraph  headquar- 
ters. In  the  spring  of  1921  an  attempt  was  made  to  use  an- 
other portion  of  this  area  for  a site  of  a building  for  the  Ameri- 
can Legion,  but  this  measure  was  defeated  by  the  Legislature. 

At  present  the  portion  of  the  “Public  Garden”  area  to  the 
west  of  Francis  Street  is  used  as  a free  automobile  parking 
space,  while  the  portion  east  of  Francis  Street  is  unused;  both 
are  extremely  shabby  and  form  in  no  way  a fitting  approach  to 
the  Capitol.  It  is  recommended  that  temporary  improvements 
be  made  to  both  portions  of  this  area  to  serve  until  such  time 
as  the  comprehensive  development  of  the  whole  district  shall 
be  carried  out.  The  necessary  improvements  can  be  executed 
without  great  expense  to  the  City  by  the  planting  of  grass  and 
shrubbery. 

Extension  of  Prospect  Terrace. 

During  1921  the  City  of  Providence  was  offered  by  Mr. 
B.  A.  Ballou  the  gift  of  a lot  of  land!  containing  5,099  square 
feet  on  Congdon  Street  adjoining  Prospect  Terrace.  Owing  to 
certain  conditions  of  the  proposed  gift,  which  provided  for  the 
removal  of  a house,  the  improving  and  grading  of  the  lot  and 
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the  remission  of  one  year’s  taxes,  the  City  did  not  accept  the 
gift.  Subsequently  the  City  Plan  Commission  ascertained  from 
Mr.  Ballou  that  he  would  modify  the  conditions  of  his  gift, 
and  an  attempt  is  being  made  to  re-open  negotiations  for  the 
transfer  of  the  land. 

Northwest  Territory. 

The  Commission  has  given  considerable  further  study  to  the 
development  of  the  “Northwest  Territory”  of  the  city  the 
area  bounded  approximately  by  Chalkstone  Avenue,  Academy 
Avenue,  Smith  Street  and  the  city  line,  a large  portion  of  which 
is  undeveloped  and  unplatted.  Plans  for  the  development  of 
this  territory  for  residential  purposes  have  been  presented  in 
previous  reports  of  this  Commission,  and  the  only  reason  for 
not  seeking  for  the  early  adoption  of  the  plan  is  the  fact  that 
uncertainty  exists  as  to  the  future  plans  of  the  Southern  New 
England  Railway,  whose  proposed  road  bed  runs  through  the 
heart  of  the  district. 

Zoning. 

An  act  authorizing  cities  to  enact  zoning  ordinances  was 
passed  by  the  General  Assembly  of  the  State  last  spring.  Sub- 
sequently the  Providence  City  Council  directed  the  Committee 
on  Ordinances  to  draft  a zoning  ordinance  in  connection  with 
certain  revisions  to  the  building  laws.  The  City  Plan  Com- 
mission is  represented  on  a special  committee  appointed  by  the 
Committee  on  Ordinances  to  study  these  matters. 

Deferred  Projects. 

The  City  Plan  Commission  recommends  that  legislative  au- 
thority be  sought  whereby  the  City  may  have  the  power  to 
establish  new  street  lines,  where  future  widening  and  extending 
of  existing  streets  is  contemplated.  Such  legislation  will  pre- 
vent the  encroachment  beyond  the  determined  line  of  any  build- 
ing hereafter  erected,  and  will  thereby  lessen  the  amount  of 
property  damage  for  which  the  City  will  have  to  pay  when  the 
actual  work  of  street  improvements  is  undertaken. 

Respectfully  submitted, 

HENRY  A.  BARKER,  Chairman , 

JOHN  HUTCHINS  CADY,  Secretary . 

January  9,  1922. 
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APPENDIX. 


In  February,  1922,  the  City  Council  accepted  Mr.  B.  A. 
Ballou's  gift  of  land  adjoining  Prospect  Terrace.  (See  page 
10). 

In  March,  1922,  the  City  Council  appropriated  $20,000 
for  the  purpose  of  preparing  a comprehensive  zoning  plan  for 
Providence.  (See  page  11). 

In  April,  1922,  improvements  of  the  “Public  Garden” 
Area  were  commenced  by  the  planting  of  grass,  flowers  and 
Shrubbery.  (See  page  10). 
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